Australia's previous government was one of the most 'climate change sceptic' of any nations. The new government has 'greener' credentials, but it has already been hit with alarming projections. The country, which has been hit by increasing droughts in recent years, could be facing much worse. A new report by Australia's leading scientists predicts that the country may be hit by a ten-fold increase in heatwaves and that droughts may almost double in frequency and become more widespread because of climate change.
The scientific projections envisage rainfall continuing to decline in a country that is already one of the hottest and driest in the world. It says that about 50 per cent of the decrease in rainfall in southwestern Australia since the 1950s has probably been due to greenhouse gases.
Last month, Australia's agriculture minister, Tony Burke, described the report as alarming and said: "Parts of these high-level projections read more like a disaster novel than a scientific report."
The analysis, commissioned by the government as part of a review of public funding to drought-stricken farmers, was published days after another report, by Ross Garnaut, warned that Australia had to adopt a scheme for trading greenhouse gas emissions by 2010 or face the eventual destruction of sites including the Great Barrier Reef, the wetlands of Kakadu and the nation's food bowl, the Murray-Darling Basin.
The prime minister, Kevin Rudd, who gained victory last November
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on a green agenda, said the analysis by the Bureau of Meteorology and the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation was "very disturbing".
The reports will put pressure on him to act swiftly on his pledge for Australia to lead the world in tackling polluters. However, the rising cost of living has dented his government's popularity and his plans for a carbon trading scheme have begun to unnerve voters and industry. Rudd has acknowledged that tough debate lies ahead and has said the government will map out its policy options this month.
Last month's report revealed that not only would droughts occur more often, but also the area affected would be twice as large as now. The proportion of the country having exceptionally hot years could increase from 5 per cent each year to as much as 95 per cent according to the projections.
Two new reports suggest a bleak picture for the future climate in Australia, already suffering from extended drought in several regions. Nigel Williams reports.
Australian fears over climate change gloom
Under threat: Australia's farmers, along with the continent's unique flora and fauna, face increasing pressure from projected climate change. (Photo: Robin Smith/Photolibrary.) While critics and sceptics will argue about the degree to which a changing climate may be the result of greenhouse gas emissions -and, whatever the problem, it is not one that Australia has contributed to much -there is no doubt about the concern of recently increasing droughts.
The report argues that rainfall has been declining since the 1950s and about half of that decrease is due to climate change. It presents a bleak message for farmers in Australia's many dry areas. It says the current thresholds for farmers to claim financial assistance are out of date because hotter and drier weather will become the norm. This prospect also poses a threat for the unique flora and fauna of the continent.
The scientific projections envisage rainfall continuing to decline in a country that is already one of the hottest and driest in the world
Burke said it was clear that the cycle of drought was going to be "more regular and deeper than ever before". He added: "If we failed to review drought policy, if we were to continue the neglect and pretend that climate wasn't changing, we would be leaving our farms out to dry."
Parts of Australia are now in their sixth year of drought and the report coincided with an announcement that there had been a worsening of the drought in New South Wales. Around 65 per cent of the state is affected -an increase of more than 2.3 per cent on June -and this is late winter in the state, when rainfall might be expected.
An outbreak of locusts is also threatening crops in the state, with farmers on 900 farms reporting the discovery of locust eggs. The government plans an aerial spraying programme before the eggs hatch.
Garnaut held a public meeting in Adelaide after publishing his report. "Having squandered the chance, we have to make the best of the situation we are in if we are to reduce the risks of dangerous climate change," he told the audience. "If we don't have effective global mitigation, we will be abandoning life as we know it in significant parts of Australia, including the Murray-Darling." Fish stocks globally are facing a triple whammy. Not only are regulators failing to implement scientific advice on sustainable quotas, but bycatch thrown back into the sea is also adding to mortality for many species, and a new study finds that much tropical and reef fishing is going unreported.
Official statistics do not take into account the substantial catches made A new study finds that catches of tropical and reef fish are going unrecorded, threatening efforts to maintain stocks. Nigel Williams reports.
Fish stock falls unreported
Hidden threat: Many fish caught on reefs are not recorded, threatening efforts to maintain their populations. (Photo: Marc Bernardi/Photolibrary.)
